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What Is Anxiety? 
 
A simple definition of anxiety is a response to threat. Anxiety can also be thought of 
as a three-part system made up of cognition, behaviour, and physiological responses.  
The cognitions of anxiety are worry, maladaptive thoughts, cognitive distortions, 
misinterpretation and catatrophising. The behaviours of anxiety are escape, avoidance, 
hypervigilance, compulsive mannerisms and deficits in attention, performance and 
control. The bodily symptoms or physiological responses are patterns of visceral and 
somatic activation such as elevated heart rate and blood pressure, sweating and 
generalized muscle tension.  
 
Although anxiety disorders have been shown to be one of the most common 
psychological disorders of childhood, aggressive, acting-out children are more often 
referred for treatment. This continues to be the case even though anxious distress in 
children affects both social adjustment and academic performance and has a widespread 
interference in most areas of their lives. As well, it has been demonstrated that many 
children with anxiety disorders continue to experience debilitating anxiety as adults. 
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When Does Anxiety Become A Real Problem? 
 
Everybody experiences some form of anxiety at some time in their life, however, 
when the symptoms become intense and distressing and interfere with normal living 
then the anxiety is classified as a disorder. There is some theoretical controversy as to 
whether anxiety experienced in a disorder is inherently different from everyday 
anxiety. However, it is probably likely that anxiety is on a continuum with extremes 
only being the severity of the symptoms and the distress and avoidance it causes. In 
looking at childhood anxiety, it is important not only to assess the severity of the 
anxious symptoms and their interference with daily living but also to be aware of 
developmental considerations. That is, are the fears and behaviours developmentally 
appropriate? Most children will exhibit some degree of anxiety about some situations 
at some stage of their lives but if these persist beyond reasonable age norms, or are 
particularly intense and distressing, then it is likely they could be forming the basis of 
a disorder. 
 
How Do Anxiety Problems Affect Children? 
 
It has been shown that excessive anxiety has negative effects in many areas of 
childrens’ lives. Many children with an anxiety disorder have impaired social 
relationships. Quality peer relationships are usually indicative of satisfactory 
psychological adjustment. However, anxious children who fear negative evaluation 
often are too shy or timid or sometimes too bossy to interact with peers successfully. 
This often leads to exclusion and loneliness. 
 
Excessive anxiety also impairs academic performance. Too much anxiety not only 
lowers achievement in a test situation but can also interfere with the ability to 
concentrate and to learn in the first place. Worrying about making mistakes reduces 
risk taking which means less learning and more learned helplessness. Excessive 
anxiety in children can be disruptive to family life when parents cannot leave the child 
with anyone else. It is also a source of potential conflict between parents about how to 
handle their child’s fears and cause difficulties in family functioning especially if the 
child refuses to go to school. 
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As well as social and academic difficulties children with excessive anxiety are 
distressed. It is not pleasant to feel scared, to not be able to do what you want to, and 
to worry constantly. 
 
What Are The Signs And Symptoms To Watch For In School? 
 
Signs and symptoms of child anxiety vary in severity and duration and sometimes 
look different from adults signs and symptoms. Children with excessive anxiety may 
have difficulty getting along with others, suffer from low self-esteem and try 
desperately not to let anyone know how frightened and worried they are. Some signs 
to be aware of are: 
 
• Avoidance behaviours 
• Procrastination 
• Perfectionism 
• Overly conformist 
• Hypersensitivity to criticism 
• Poor social skills 
• Unsure of self 
• Shy and retiring 
• Upset over changes in routine 
• Requires constant reassurance 
• Worries a lot 
• Scared of leaving parent or facing 
new situations 
• Cries easily 
• Frequent physical complaints, 
such as headaches and stomaches.  
However, the difficulty in watching out for signs and symptoms of excessive anxiety 
is that the symptoms of an anxiety disorder are only abnormal when they become 
severe. Most children will show some of the signs and symptoms some of the time.  
This difficulty is exacerbated by the fact that anxious children do not talk about their 
thoughts and feelings, so sometimes the fact that a lot of their problems are anxiety 
based if often missed. 
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How Can Teachers Help? 
 
Teachers are in a special position to help anxious children and very importantly to 
work towards prevention and early intervention of excessive anxiety. The first way, 
is to establish a classroom climate conducive to confident learning and the second is 
to directly teach about how to handle fears and worries through the use of many 
media such as books, puppets and play. Considering the cumulative nature of 
academic achievement, it is so much better to prevent and provide early intervention 
for anxiety problems which interfere with learning than to try to remediate students 
who fall behind. 
 
Ten Tips for Teachers Dealing 
with Anxious Children 
 
                 
 
Tip 1 - Provide Routines 
 
Providing routines within the classroom is usually second nature to teachers. 
Anxious children rely on routines to an even greater extent than non-anxious 
children to make sense out of a world full of imagined threats. However, a well-
ordered classroom still requires flexibility and excitement. And anxious children 
need encouragement to cope with change.  
Tip 2 - Model the Making of Mistakes 
We all make mistakes in the classroom, but it is how we handle them that is 
important. Anxious children fear making any mistake in front of others. They feel 
excessive anxiety from exaggerating the threat of failure and fear that others will 
think badly of them. One way to help is to consciously make mistakes in front of the 
children. If there is any derision about a child making a mistake, use the opportunity 
to stop the lesson and again deal sensitively with reinforcing the message that this a 
‘have-a-go’ classroom and mistakes are OK. This encourages risk taking in learning 
in all areas of academia as well as in emotional growth and can prevent excessive 
anxiety from fear of failure and fear of negative evaluation in the classroom. 
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Tip 3 - Reward Effort 
Teachers traditionally reward achievement and every now and again reward effort. 
Anxious children often won’t try in case they fail. They can’t start writing because 
they don’t want to spoil the white page. They procrastinate and won’t start the project 
for fear of failing and not producing a perfect result. Rewarding for effort is vital for 
these children. 
 
Tip 4 – Provide Social Support 
 
One of the best protective factors against developing emotional problems is social 
support. Social support can be provided by connecting children with their peers or to 
supportive adults.  
 
Tip 5 – Talk to Kids about Fears and Worries 
 
As you know, anxious children are easily embarrassed by their anxiety. They don’t 
disclose easily even when they want help. Therefore, teachers need to start talking 
about fears and worries. Some people think that if they talk about fears and worries 
that this will increase anxious kids’ apprehensions and also make non- anxious 
children anxious. This is not the case. Talking about fears and worries does not 
increase anxiety in kids. Acknowledging children’s fears and talking about what they 
can do will lead to more positive outcomes. 
 
Tip 6 – Use Descriptive Reassurance 
 
Instead of saying “Don’t worry” and phrases such as “It will be alright” which 
anxious children (and adults) find of no use, it is better to use descriptive reassurance. 
Describe the reassurance in terms the child can understand, not just a superficial 
statement which glosses over a child’s concern and doesn’t teach coping strategies.  
 
Tip 7 – Plan Selective Ignoring 
 
Just as one uses planned selective ignoring to extinguish other undesirable behaviours 
such as calling out in class, so this strategy is applicable to behaviours such as 
whingeing and whining. Even if the undesirable behaviour is caused by anxiety and 
not defiance, it still needs to be controlled. 
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Tip 8 – Assist with Anxious Kid’s Plans 
 
Graded exposure is usually the method of choice to help a child (or adult) to 
overcome a fear.  Sometimes working with other professionals, you could be asked to 
monitor some aspects of a child’s behaviour or to work out educationally how they 
can be supported. For example, a child with test anxiety might be allowed to have 
extra time to complete tests. 
 
Tip 9 - Be Reflective 
 
Being a reflective teacher will decrease your anxiety as well as the children’s. 
Reflecting on your classroom practice in a positive way promotes effective teaching 
and positive emotional outcomes for students. Are the students willing to take risks, 
especially academically? Are there some students who are pessimists, who exhibit 
learned helplessness? Are there some who cannot ask for help? Are your students 
encouraged to ask questions? Is your classroom ordered yet exciting; safe yet 
stimulating? 
 
Tip 10 – Take Care of Yourself 
 
If you are stressed then you’re not going to set a good model for coping with anxiety. 
If you are anxious then that can be good in one way – you will understand your 
anxious kids but you need to model great coping strategies. If your anxiety is out of 
control then perhaps some professional help is in order.  
 
 
 
